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Miners union president Napoleón Gómez Urrutia is a pariah in some political circles in Mexico. This
includes three former presidential administrations and several former members of the Sindicato
Nacional de Trabajadores Mineros, Metalúrgicos, Siderúrgicos y Similares de la República Mexicana
(SNTMMSSRM) who accused him of absconding with union funds. At the same time, the exiled
labor leader has become the darling of several international labor organizations for taking on the
corruption of the government and corporate giant Grupo México, which are thought to be mostly
responsible for the tragic mine accident at Unidad Pasta de Conchos mine in Coahuila state in 2006
(SourceMex, March 1, 2006, and Jan. 10, 2007).
Gómez Urrutia went into self-exile in Vancouver, Canada, in 2004 after the government ordered
his arrest on charges of embezzling US$55 million from the SNTMMSSRM. Former Presidents
Vicente Fox and Felipe Calderón took legal action against Gómez Urrutia, with the former seeking
to oust him from his leadership position and later ordering his arrest after he went into exile. The
union leader was not only at odds with the two presidents from the conservative pro-business
Partido Acción Nacional (PAN) but also with the administration of ex-President Ernesto Zedillo
(1994-2000), a member of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI), a strong ally of Gómez
Urrutia’s father Napoleón Gómez Sada, who served as head of SNTMMSSRM for many years.
Zedillo’s labor secretary, Mariano Palacios Alcocer, refused to recognize Gómez Urrutia when he
rose to the leadership of the SNTMMSSRM, replacing his father.
The union leader has lived quietly in the Canadian city of Vancouver for the past eight years, but
his case came back to the limelight when the international law-enforcement organization Interpol
agreed to issue an arrest order against Gómez Urrutia in August of this year. The move was made
at the request of the Secretaría de Relaciones Exteriores (SRE), which in turn was apparently acting
on the request of dissident union leader Carlos Pavón. Pavón says the luxury condominium where
Gómez Urrutia resides in West Vancouver was purchased with some of the US$55 million that the
union leader embezzled from the SNTMMSSRM.
In a radio interview, Mariana Benítez Tiburcio, deputy attorney general for legal issues and
international affairs at the SRE, said Interpol has accepted a request from Mexico to classify Gómez
Urrutia a fugitive from justice. On Aug. 8, Interpol issued its highest alert, a red notice, on Gómez
Urrutia, which means that the agency will ask law-enforcement authorities to seek the location and
arrest of a person wanted by a judicial jurisdiction or an international tribunal with a view to his/her
extradition.
"This is part of a long process," Benítez Tiburcio told Radio Fórmula during the first week of August.
"We need to wait for a judge in Canada to issue an order to detain him on a provisional basis, and at
that point we can request an extradition."
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A change of stance for Peña Nieto government?
The Mexican government’s decision to ask Interpol for Gómez Urrutia’s arrest might represent a
change of position for President Enrique Peña Nieto’s administration. Reports were circulating less
than a year ago that the Peña Nieto government had decided to recognize the union leader.
Whether the reports were true is not really known because the Peña Nieto administration made no
statements in that regard at that time. The reports, which surfaced in September 2013, came from
two international labor organizations, the Brussels-based International Trade Union Confederation
(ITUC) and the Geneva-based IndustriALL Global Union.
"These groups insisted that at an event at the official presidential residence of Los Pinos on Sept. 23,
Peña Nieto promised not to prosecute independent unions," said Agencia de noticias Proceso (apro).
"In particular, the international unions said that the president recognized the legitimate leadership
of Napoleón Gómez Urrutia of the miners and metal workers union."
A recognition by the Peña Nieto government would have added legitimacy to Gómez Urrutia,
who had been elected and re-elected to head the SNTMMSSRM on multiple occasions and whose
leadership of the union is recognized by the Mexican courts.
So if the Peña Nieto government was willing and ready to grant the recognition, what made it
change its mind? The weekly news magazine Proceso wrote that an opposing miners union, the
Sindicato Nacional Minero Metalúrgico Don Napoleón Gómez Sada (purposely named after Gómez
Urrutia’s father), pressured the administration to reverse its stance. "Carlos Pavón Campos, leader
of an opposing union, demanded that federal authorities take action against the secretary-general
of the Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores Mineros, Metalúrgicos y Similares de la República
Mexicana, who has been living in Canada for the past eight years," said the weekly magazine.
Pavón has repeatedly pointed out that no one has offered any explanation about what happened to
US$55 million that Gómez Urrutia allegedly embezzled from the union.
The rival union expressed satisfaction with Interpol’s decision to issue its red notice, which was
announced on Aug. 8. Pavón Campos described Interpol’s decision as "an act of justice for more
than 20 million miners who have been defrauded," the labor organization said on its Web site. "This
is a step forward for Mexico’s justice system and proof that no one is above the law."
Gómez Urrutia’s attorney Marco Antonio del Toro said, however, that Canadian authorities are not
likely to detain the SNTMMSSRM leader despite the red notice from Interpol, especially if there
appears to be a political motivation behind the request. "In Canada, the red notice cannot override
personal liberty," del Toro said in an interview on MVS Noticias.
Mexican authorities have requested Gómez Urrutia’s extradition several times since 2004
(SourceMex, Aug. 16, 2006), but the request has been denied each time because the courts have
found no legal reason to extradite the SNTMMSSRM leader. Del Toro noted that the recent request
from the SRE contains exactly the same arguments as those that Canada has rejected repeatedly,
although he acknowledged that the Interpol action added an international element not present in
previous requests.
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Gómez Urrutia has also believed all along that he enjoys a high level of protection in Canada. "I’m a
permanent resident in Canada," he said in a telephone interview with The Toronto Star in July 2013.
"We still haven’t seen a way of ending this conflict."
Others point out that Canada’s position is strengthened by the parallel agreement on labor
negotiated as part of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) in 1993 (SourceMex, April
6, 1994). "Ironically, it was the extradition treaty negotiated between Canada and Mexico—parallel
to the NAFTA trade agreements years earlier-–that allowed Canada to refuse Mexico’s extradition
requests, citing protections granted to people fleeing political persecution," said Occupy.com
"After eight years, through his written work, social media and other digital communications with
union officials and allies, Gomez has continued to lead Los Mineros and to speak more broadly on
behalf of the rights of Mexican workers," said Occupy.com.

Rank and file still support Gómez Urrutia
Even though Gómez Urrutia resides in Canada—and despite the allegations that he embezzled
union funds—the rank and file have elected the embattled union leader as secretary-general of the
SNTMMSSRM eight times.
Gómez Urrutia first rose to the leadership post during the administration of former President
Zedillo—in what was widely seen as a succession maneuver engineered by his father, Napoleón
Gómez Sada, who was stepping down.
Unlike his father, however, Gómez Urrutia did not make a living extracting minerals underground.
"Gómez Urrutia has never been a miner," said Proceso, which pointed out that the union leader
studied economics in Mexico [at Tecnológico de Monterrey] and went on to pursue a graduate
degree at Oxford University in England.
"He does not dress like a miner. Rather, his demeanor is more like a business owner," rank-andfile member Juan Pérez Medina told the daily newspaper El Universal in 2006. "He is a self-assured
individual who can at times be two-faced. He has a positive response to every question. He promises
to listen, to pay attention to a request, but he never follows through."
Some dissident miners argue that Gómez Urrutia’s lack of work experience in the mining industry
should have disqualified him to hold a leadership position in the union. "According to these
dissidents, the union statutes require that anyone holding a high office should have worked five
years in the mines, which means [Gómez Urrutia] was not eligible for the post," said Proceso.
Zedillo’s labor secretary Palacios Alcocer refused to recognize Gómez Urrutia’s election, and the
Fox government later used federal labor statutes to oust the union leader (SourceMex, March
1, 2006, and May 3, 2006) and later ordered his arrest (SourceMex, Aug. 16, 2006). The Calderón
administration also refused to recognize Gómez Urrutia. The Supreme Court (Suprema Corte de
Justicia de la Nación, SCJN) issued a ruling in 2012 invalidating a decision by the government to
withdraw recognition from the SNTMMSSRM leader. The court ruled that the federal government
did not have a right to override the wishes of the rank-and-file members of the union, who elected
Gómez Urrutia overwhelmingly.
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Union leader enjoys strong international support
In June 2014, IndustriALL Global Union presented the SNTMMSSRM leader with its prestigious
Arthur Svensson International Prize for trade union rights. During the presentation, the Genevabased organization described Gómez Urrutia as the "heroic head of the Mexican mineworkers
union."
"This is a great acknowledgement of the ongoing struggle by Napoleón Gómez and the brave
members of Los Mineros for dignity and social justice," IndustriALL Global Union general secretary
Jyrki Raina said at the award ceremony in Oslo. "And it shows that the trade union world will
continue to support free and independent unionism in Mexico."
One of Gómez Urrutia’s accomplishments was to force the mining company Grupo México to agree
to compensate workers for the sale of the Nacozari y Cananea mine in 1994. "He organized two
strikes, made demands, and won," said apro. "And the company never forgave him for this."
Gómez Urrutia also fought a labor reform pushed by Fox’s labor secretary, Carlos Abascal Carranza,
and then managed to win salary increases for miners that were much higher than mining companies
had been willing to pay.
The SNTMMSSRM leader’s biggest accomplishment, however, was to hold the government and
Grupo México responsible for failing to take proper safety precautions, which contributed to the
fatal explosion at the Pasta de Conchos mine in 2006 (SourceMex, Oct. 20, 2010).
Gómez Urrutia attempted to describe some of the circumstances that led to the Pasta de Conchos
tragedy in a book entitled Collapse of Dignity: The Story of a Mining Tragedy and the Fight Against
Greed and Corruption in Mexico. The English-language version of the book made the New York
Times Top 10 List of nonfiction bestsellers in 2013. The Spanish version, El Colapso de la Dignidad:
La historia de una tragedia minera y la lucha contra la avaricia y corrupcion en México, has been
distributed widely in Mexico.
Some critics contend that Gómez Urrutia might have taken some liberties in the book. "[The book]
is an impressive achievement by any measure and all the more so in this case because a good deal of
the book is at least somewhat fictitious," Oakland Ross wrote in The Toronto Star.
"As presented in this book, the saga of Napoleon Gómez Urrutia is a study in extremes—not all of
them entirely credible," said Ross. "The people who appear in these pages are either irredeemably
evil-–Grupo Mexico owner Germán Feliciano Larrea, for example, along with sundry politicians
and certain union hacks-–or they are unstintingly noble, courageous, and altruistic, much like the
book’s main character, who goes by the name Napoleon Gómez but who often seems less an actual
flesh-and-blood human being and more an intellectual abstraction in a medieval morality play-–the
epitome of Virtue, perhaps."
"To sustain this black-and-white ethical dialectic, Gomez must engage in a certain amount of
historical revisionism," added Ross. "He would have us believe, for example, that he was always a
political outsider in Mexico, even though he spent most of his life as a stalwart of the Institutional
Revolutionary Party that ran the country as a kind of corporate fiefdom for seven decades until it lost
the presidency in 2000."
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